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 1. The Wishing Well
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Laura sat looking out of the window, watching houses and barns and woods wheel slowly by, as the tiny train chugged uphill.

If you had seen her sitting there, with her square frame and her square forehead and her square-cut thick dark hair, you would have thought she looked like a solid, dependable girl, and you would have been right, but there was more to Laura than that. Behind the square forehead her thoughts were adventurous. Now she bounced on the seat impatiently. When would they get there?

 Her brother James came down the aisle and squeezed in next to her. "Seventeen minutes exactly," he said, looking at his watch and answering her unspoken question. James always knew things exactly. If he didn't know, he found out. Right now he had been in conference with the conductor.

"Seventeen minutes more, and a whole new life will unfold!" gloated Laura. "Oh, James, isn't it going to be wonderful?"

"Wait and see," said James. He was never one to commit himself.

"Oh, James," said Laura again, in tones of disgust. Neither she nor anyone else had ever called James "Jimmy," or even "Jim," but it wasn't for the reasons you might think. He wasn't stodgy or prissy or no fun; James was a leader. With his broad shoulders and his steady blue eyes and his firm jaw he looked serious and practical and he was, but that wasn't all there was to it. Behind the blue eyes his thoughts were deep.

"I found out all about it," he went on. "There're five stops before we get there. The trains aren't always dinky little one-car ones like this; in rush hours there're two cars and sometimes three. They leave every hour on the hour. Here. Have a timetable."

 Laura put the timetable in her pocket and stored the information away in her mind. She and James both liked useful facts; you could never tell when they might come in handy, though why, once they were really settled in the country, they would ever want to take a train away from it, Laura couldn't imagine. To live in the country had been her heart's desire ever since she could remember, and now they were actually moving there. Today was moving day. In seventeen, no, fifteen, minutes now, they would be there. Laura bounced in her seat again.

"Cemetery!" cried the conductor, and the one car that called itself a train ground to a halt. Laura wondered if a town could really be called Cemetery and what it felt like to live there. She caught James's eye and giggled.

"Think how the people's friends must feel, addressing Christmas cards to them there!" said James, just as if she had spoken aloud. He and Laura could often read each other's minds. Maybe it was because they were twins, though not identical.

"It's even better than looking alike," Laura often said. "We've got identical minds."


 "Not exactly," James would remind her. "Who didn't get A in Arithmetic?"

"Oh, that!" Laura would toss her head. "Who would want to?"

But today her mind and James's were like two hearts that beat as one, and she knew he was every bit as excited as she was, though he didn't let on. It was exciting to be on the train by themselves, and it was exciting to be moving (though they had done that every October first, anyway, back in the city), but to be moving to the country was the excitement beside which all others paled.

The way they were moving was interesting in itself. First the big van had left early that morning with all the furniture, then the brand-new secondhand car with Mother and Father and Deborah who was the baby in the front seat, and all the suitcases piled in back. There were lots of suitcases, and that was why James and Laura had to come on the train.

"And which of us will get there first," Father had said, "is in the lap of providence. You've got your key."

Standing on the sidewalk in front of the apartment house and waving after the disappearing car, Laura had felt suddenly very empty and deserted, but only for a moment.

"Don't look back," James had counseled wisely, hailing a taxi in an offhand and independent manner. And then came Grand Central Station and crowds, and the fast express train, and changing at Stamford, which was in Connecticut but didn't look like country at all, and now here they were on the last lap of the journey that was to bring them to their first sight of the red house.

 They knew it was red and they knew it was old, but that was all they knew.

All Laura's friends thought she was perfectly foolhardy to be moving off to the country without looking at the house first, but Laura had wanted it that way.

After their first weekend of scouring the countryside with their parents, she and James had decided that house-hunting was not for them. "The trouble is," said Laura, "we fall in love with each new place, and then there's always something wrong with it, and we don't take it, and we're left wondering what would have happened if we had! We can't go round all our lives being homesick for a lot of houses we've never lived in! It's too much to expect." And James had agreed.

"Remember the wonderful big yellow house with the lake?" said Laura to James now, as they rode along.

"It had termites," said James.


 "And the one that used to be a barn, with the three-story living room?"

"The porch sagged," said James, "and there was a dead fox in the auxiliary well."

"Do you suppose this one'll be even half as good?"

"It's older. It was built way back before the Revolution. George Washington had his Connecticut headquarters there," James reminded her.

"It must be full of history," Laura agreed.

"Maybe it's haunted," said James hopefully.

"Or magic. Like Seekings House, where Kay Harker lived," said Laura, looking down at her train book, which was The Midnight Folk, that wonderful story by Mr. John Masefield. She was rereading it for the third time.

"No." James shook his head regretfully. "I guess that would be too much to expect. You never hear about magic happening to anybody anymore. I guess it's had its day."

"Are you sure?" said a voice.

James and Laura looked up, startled.

A face was regarding them over the back of the seat just ahead. It was a girl's face, thin and sunburned, with high cheekbones and wide-set gray eyes. Long, straight fair hair hung down on each side of the face, giving it an old-fashioned appearance.

 "What did you say?" stammered Laura.

"I said what makes you so sure?" said the girl the face belonged to. "Just 'cause magic never happened to you, it doesn't mean it isn't lurking around still, waiting to turn up when you least expect it!"

"What do you know about it?" said James, with surprising rudeness, Laura thought.

"A lot," said the girl. "I ought to. My grandmother's a witch."

"Humph!" said James, who seemed to have taken a dislike to the strange girl.

"Wait and see, that's all!" said the girl. "Drop a wish in the wishing well, and wait and see!" And she clambered down from the seat she'd been kneeling on and went loping long-leggedly past them toward the end of the car.

Before they could make up their minds to follow, the conductor was calling, "Last stop! All out!" and the aisle was clogged with homing travellers. By the time James and Laura could catch up their goods and chattels and the game of Scrabble they'd bought to while away the flagging hours, the strange girl had vanished.

But from the platform Laura caught sight of her again, all the way across the station yard. She was jumping into a big high-shouldered car that looked ancient enough to be obsolete at least. Laura couldn't see the person driving the car very well, but she got an impression of a gaunt, weather-beaten face and flyaway gray hair.

 "Look!" she cried, squeezing James's arm and pointing. "That must be her grandmother. She does look like a witch!"

James paid her no heed. He was striding along with the stubborn look of practical common sense on his face that he always wore when he didn't want to be bothered with some girlish foolishness; so Laura held her peace.

But in the taxicab she brought up the subject again. "She seemed to know all about what house we're going to," she said. "How do you suppose she knew there's a wishing well?"

"Maybe there isn't," said James. "She was prob'ly just making the whole thing up. Or if she wasn't, well, she heard us say that about George Washington, didn't she? The house must be pretty famous if he had his headquarters there."

"I don't know," said Laura. "From what I've heard, he seems to have slept in a lot of houses. I guess he was pretty sociable."

They had left the little town behind now, and there were woods and fields, with a house or two every so often. The taxicab turned a corner and James read the sign at one side. "Silvermine Road!" he said. "That's where we're going."

 All thought of the strange girl was forgotten as he and Laura peered ahead, looking for red houses.

And at last they saw one, and it turned out to be the right one, and the taxicab stopped at the gate. The house was long and low and there was a white picket fence with hollyhocks.

"And look!" cried Laura excitedly. "See the wishing well!"

"I see a well," said James cautiously, paying the cabdriver.

There was no sign of the moving van or the family car; so James got out his key and marched purposefully up the flagged path, while Laura lingered, looking at the flowers that grew all around the house and wondering what the uncommon ones were. She had never had a garden.

But she caught up with James by the time he got the key to turn in the stiff lock, and they pushed forward together over the threshold into cool darkness.

To pull up the blinds was the work of but a moment, and then all was discovery and conquest.

"Dibs on this room!" said James, running up the steep stairway and finding a long, low, sloping roofed, dormered bedroom that had been made by throwing two smaller rooms together. Luckily there was another room just like it right next door that could be Laura's; so that was all right.

 And downstairs the living room had an immense fireplace that was big enough to stand up in (because James tried), with an old-fashioned crane and a Dutch oven.

"And probably a secret room somewhere to hide from the Tories in!" said Laura. But though they pushed and pulled at the woodwork, no panel slid aside and no door popped open; so they went outdoors again.

James gave the well (wishing or otherwise) a wide berth and a contemptuous look and strode on to the back of the house, and Laura followed. The backyard stretched itself grassily out, with plenty of room for croquet and badminton both, besides a long flower border at each side and a rock garden at the far end that merged into a stony wood that seemed to go on forever.

"'This is the forest primeval, the murmuring pines and the hemlocks,'" said Laura.

"Only it's birch and maple mostly," said James, who, though a city boy, had been a Boy Scout and was knowledgeable about such things. "There're three acres of land altogether. I remember, from when Father signed the deed for the house."

 "Who," said Laura, "could ask for anything more?"

Part of James and Laura wanted to stay and explore the wood right now and see what wildflowers grew there (Laura) and what was the best place for camping out (James). But there was another part of them that couldn't settle down to doing any one thing for very long today, which is a feeling you may have noticed yourself on your first day in a new place.

Now James said he thought he'd walk up the road and meet Father and Mother and Deborah, and Laura said it was too hot for walking and she'd rather go back inside and explore some more and make plans and reconnoiter, so they separated.

Inside the house Laura felt wonderfully in charge and monarch of all she surveyed. It was like playing house when she was little, only real. First she went upstairs to her bedroom and arranged all the furniture in her mind's eye. Then she went down to the living room and pretended it was a winter evening and they were all sitting round the fire with a north wind howling outside. Then she went into the dining room to see what the view would be every morning from the breakfast table. After that she felt like sitting down, only there weren't any chairs; so she went and perched on the front-hall staircase. But the stairs weren't very comfortable, and after a bit she began to realize that waiting alone in an unfurnished house can have its spooky side, with nothing happening but empty listening silence and motes of dust filtering through the sunlight and collecting on the floor.

 She went outside again and looked up and down the road. There was no sign of James. Still, it was a winding road; probably he'd just turned round a corner. Laura decided to stroll as far as the nearest bend and look for him. But first she crossed the road to the woodsy, brambly, thorny thicket just opposite to take another look at the house and get used to the fact that it was home now. And it was then that her glance fell on the well, and she remembered the strange girl on the train again.

She went back across the road and into her own yard. The well looked the way a wishing well ought to look, with its small, gabled, vine-clad roof built over the wellhead and a rope hanging down inside. Laura peered over the edge and thought she saw the bucket, halfway down.

"Why not?" she said aloud, to air and grass and roses and a catbird in an elderbush.

She was the kind of girl who always had a pencil in her pocket, and to find a scrap of old shelf paper in the kitchen was the work of a moment. But deciding what to wish wasn't so easy.

 Being a well-brought-up girl, Laura had read plenty of fairy tales, and had always been loud in her scorn of the people in them who wasted their wishes on black puddings and wanting to be beautiful as the day or have pockets lined with gold. She had always been sure she could manage better than that, when her time came. Yet now that it had come, her mind was a blank.

After all, she reasoned with herself, it didn't have to be something big and important to start out with. Any common everyday wish would do for a sample, to test the well and see if it had the right stuff in it. Then if it did, she could tell James and they'd plan everything out, and the really important magic of the summer could begin.

Laura had got this far in her thoughts when she heard a shout and a rattle. She looked up. A car was just coming round the bend. Laura could tell it was their car by the bicycles strapped to the roof. And besides, James was riding on the running board (it was an old enough car to have running boards, not one of your modern streamlined finny monsters where all attempts to find toehold are a vain mockery). And Deborah was hanging out a window and calling something unintelligible in her hoarse bass voice that was always such a shock to strangers, coming from her pretty baby face.

 Laura thought quickly. Only a second more and they would be there. And if James arrived on the scene and saw how childish she was being, she would never live it down. And Deborah would want to know all about it and butt in.

Without more ado, she scribbled the first six words that came into her head. The words were, "I wish I had a kitten." It was a dull wish, but her own. And if there were magic, and it chose to be difficult and turn against her, the way magic so often did in books, Laura didn't see how a wish like that could do any harm. A kitten would always come in handy. She crumpled the paper into a ball, tossed it down the well, and ran to open the gate.

And then Moving Day began in earnest.

First there were all the heavy suitcases to lug into the house and put in the right rooms. And before James and Laura were half finished with that, the moving van arrived, and all was loud tramping and heavy breathing and dull thuds and keeping Deborah out from under the moving men's feet.

And when the men finally left, there were the suitcases to unpack and clothes to be put away in bureau drawers, and the china barrels to unload and
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 all the dishes to be washed and stacked on shelves, and after that most of the furniture had to be moved from the places where they'd told the moving men to put it to the other places where on second thought they all agreed it looked lots better.

It was late in the afternoon when the family assembled dustily in the living room.

"The things from the apartment look kind of skimpy in all this space, don't they?" said James.

"Never mind. We'll find wonderful things here. There'll be auctions," said their mother, the gleam of the antique-hunter in her eye.

"Auctions!" James and Laura savored the word, remembering sundry movies in which people went to auctions and bought old chests that contained maps of buried treasure in secret drawers.

"What's an auction?" said Deborah.

"Generally," said their father, collapsing on the sofa and flicking a curlicue of china-packing newspaper from his right eyebrow, "it is a snare and a delusion. Never have I been so weary. I thought tonight we'd all go out to dinner. Now I doubt if I can face it."

Their mother looked round at their tired faces. "Baths for everybody," she announced, "and pajamas and early bed. There's canned soup in the carton with the pots and pans."


 "You think of everything," said their father admiringly.

The canned soup was tomato and pea mixed, which is delicious. It was consumed in silence, save for the crunching of saltines. And then everyone staggered upstairs.

Laura was brushing her hair dreamily before her dressing-table mirror when she heard the hoofbeats. She ran to the window.

It was night, but the moon had risen. In the moonlight a black horse galloped along the edge of the road past the house (keeping off the pavement, which is bad for horses' hoofs). And riding the horse, her fair hair streaming on the wind, was a girl. It was the girl from the train.

"She is magic!" gasped Laura. "Something's going to happen!"

She would have run for the wishing well, but the horse and the girl were gone now. The hoofbeats died away in the distance. Laura decided she'd sit down on the bed for a minute first. Then she decided she'd lie back on the pillow, just for a second.

How long after that it was that she heard the sound, Laura never knew. It was a creaking sound, just the kind of noise that magic might make if it were winding the bucket up from its watery depths to get at the wish. But would magic do that? Wouldn't it sooner dive down the well and grant the wish from there? Or even more likely, wouldn't it live at the bottom and catch the wishes as they came down?

 She must run to the window again and see what was happening. Any second now she would. But sleep was all around her, like a downy, feathery, pillowy cloud. She sank into it.

The next thing she knew, it was morning.


 2. The Witch's Garden
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It will hardly be believed that Laura didn't leap from her bed with her first waking thought and rush to the wishing well to see if the noise in the night had been magic and, if so, what it had accomplished. But she didn't.

Waking up for the first time in a new place has a magic of its own that can drive all other thoughts out of your head, and it was that way with Laura.

 The first thing she heard when she woke up was a lawn mower and the first thing she thought was, "James!"

It was James's habit always to wake up early and get any dull tasks out of the way before settling down to the day's round of pleasure. And Mother had said last night that "that lawn" was a disgrace and positively had to be mowed this morning. And Father had said that there was an old rusty hand-wheeled mower in the shed that "would do" till he got another.

Laura jumped out of bed. Even lawn-mowing has its charms when you've lived in a city apartment all your life and never had a lawn to mow. And besides, there is something about the sound of other people's labor on a sunny July morning that stirs the belated slugabed.

Laura hurried through breakfast and dishes and ran out the back door, slamming the screen behind her. Then she stopped short.

Sitting on a rock watching James work was a strange boy. The boy had curly yellow hair and a beagle dog. He was sucking a Popsicle, grape from the color. He and James were not communicating, but James's back as he pushed the mower along had a self-conscious look, as if he were all too aware of his audience.

 "Boys!" thought Laura. "Honestly! They'd probably just stay like that all day and never say a word to each other if somebody sensible didn't come along!"

She walked up to the strange boy. "My name's Laura," she said. "What's yours?"

"Kip," said the boy.

"Short for Christopher?" said Laura.

"That's right," said the boy.

James stopped mowing and came nearer, but warily, as if the boy might bite.

"What's your dog's name?" said Laura.

"Alice," said the boy.

"Why?" said Laura. As soon as she'd said it, she knew the answer. "Because she goes down rabbit holes?"

"That's right," said the boy.

Suddenly they all three grinned and relaxed, and after that it was as though they'd known each other all along.

"We just moved here," confided Laura, "from New York."

"I know," said the boy. "We live up the road. I saw the moving van. My Pop works in New York. He's in advertising."

"This is a lousy lawn mower," said James.


 "I could see that," said the boy. "I was thinking. Why don't you borrow ours?"

"Power?"

"Sure."

"The kind you sit in and drive?"

"That's right."

"Lead me to it."

"Honestly!" said Laura to herself, as she followed them around the house. "Practically arms-around-the-neck friends now, and he could still be pushing that rusty old thing if I hadn't broken the ice! Honestly, boys! Deliver me!"

They walked up the road, the dog Alice trotting on before, looking back over her shoulder every few steps and smiling to see that they were still there. Just around the first bend they passed an old rutted driveway James didn't remember noticing before. It wound up over a hill to disappear in dark woods. "Who lives there?" he wondered.

"Lydia Green," said Kip. "She's crazy."

"Crazy?" said James.

"Well, not crazy exactly. Kind of wild," said Kip. "She lives with her grandmother. She can't do a thing with her."

"Who can't do a thing with which?" said James.

"Neither one," said Kip.

They both giggled. "Like a couple of fools," sniffed Laura to herself. Then she had a sudden thought. "This Lydia. Does she have long hair? Does she ride a black horse?"

 "Night and day," said Kip. "My mother says it's a scandal."

"I think we met her on the train," said Laura. "I think I saw her again last night. Her grandmother's a witch, she said."

"Nah," said Kip. "Just an artist. She's kind of eccentric, though. They both are."

"Oh," said Laura.

She would have gone on, to tell about the wishing well and the wish she'd made, but the boys were deep in talk about power mowers again. And besides, they would laugh at her. And besides, they were turning into Kip's driveway now.

Kip's house was old, but not so old as theirs, and painted light yellow with white shutters. His mother seemed to be an understanding type, and the power mower was secured without hostilities.

Back at the red house, James and Laura took turns using it. Neither of them had ever even seen a power mower close up before, and learning how to run it was exciting, so exciting that Laura again forgot all about the girl on the train. The whole backyard and most of the side were finished before her first fine careless rapture flagged.


 "I'll run it awhile now, if you're both tired," volunteered Kip, and he headed the mower toward the front of the house.

"He's nice, isn't he?" said Laura to James.

"He's a good kid," said James.

"Do you suppose he'll be our best friend?" said Laura. "Do you suppose we'll go on wonderful, exciting adventures together?"

"Holy gee!" said James. "What good does it do, wondering about things like that? Wait and see." He snorted. "Honestly. Girls!"

"Hey," called Kip, from the frontyard. "Hey, this is a dangerous place to leave kittens."

"What?" said James.

"What?" said Laura, in a different tone. She caught her breath and her eyes shone.

They both ran round the house to where Kip stood by the well. He had climbed down from the mower and was bending over something on the edge of the stone wellhead.

James and Laura crowded close. What he was looking at was a basket with a lid, and from under the lid came a mewing sound.

"Let me," said Laura. She lifted the lid. Inside the basket was a squirming piebald bundle that untangled itself and turned into two kittens, a black one and a white.


 "Night and Day," said Kip.

"Shadow and Substance," said James.

"No such thing," said Laura. "It's Blackmalkin and Whitemalkin. They're magic." And then and there she told the other two all about the wishing well and her wish and the night ride of the girl Lydia and the creaking sound she'd heard afterwards.

"Double Magic," said Kip. "You only wished for one. That's better than Half by a long shot."

"Oh, have you read that, too?" said Laura, for the book called Half Magic was one of her favorites.

"Sure," said Kip. "I guess just about everyone has."

"I don't know," said James. "Prob'ly they're not magic at all. Prob'ly it's all a hoax. Prob'ly that girl Lydia did it."

Laura was turning the handle that wound up the rope that brought up the bucket. "She couldn't have," she said, as it came into view. "There's my wish, all crumpled up, just the way I threw it in."

"It made a creaking sound when you wound it," said James. "That's what you heard last night. Prob'ly that Lydia crumpled the wish up and let it down again after she'd read it."

"It would be just like her," said Kip. "She's kind of crafty."

"I don't believe it," said Laura. "I'm going to go over there right now and ask her." And she marched out of the gate and up the road, slightly impeded by the kittens that were crawling up her front and wreathing themselves around her neck.

 "Here, let me carry one," said Kip, catching up with her.

"You can take Whitemalkin," said Laura. "Blackmalkin's mine."

James appeared on Laura's other side. He was carrying the empty basket. "Important evidence," he said, swinging it round his head. "Exhibit A!"

They rounded the bend in the road and turned into the overgrown driveway that said "Green" on an old faded sign half-hidden by a tangle of poison ivy.

"What'll you wish for next if the magic's real?" said Kip. "Do you suppose you get three wishes each? Do you suppose I get to wish, too? Or would it be just for the actual owners, do you suppose?"

"If it's only three wishes," said James to Laura, "you've wasted one already. Kittens!"

"They're not a waste!" said Laura indignantly, stroking Blackmalkin.

"Purr," said Blackmalkin.

"Ickle poo," said Laura, ruffling the fur under its chin.

"Ugh!" said James, turning away from the sickening sight.


 The dog Alice trotted before them. She had welcomed the arrival of the kittens philosophically, as she did all the strange happenings of the wonderful human world. But now suddenly she stopped in her tracks. Her hackles, if that was the right word, rose. She whined and muttered in her throat. It was eerie.

The three children stopped, too, and looked where Alice was looking.

In the woodsy shadows of the drive ahead, a figure was stumping along. At first it seemed bent out of all human form, but as it came nearer, they saw that it was an old woman with flyaway gray hair. The reason she looked so lopsided was that she was carrying an easel and an immense blank canvas and an oversize paintbox. All three things kept slipping and had to be hoisted.

"It's the grandmother," hissed Laura to James. "It's the old witch!"

"Shush," hissed James to Laura. "Good morning, ma'am," he said aloud, as the figure came within earshot. Alice got behind Kip and pretended to be invisible.

Old Mrs. Green did not appear to have heard James. She was glaring at the woods by the side of the drive. "Maple trees, maple trees," she was muttering, "that's all there is to paint around here!" Then she seemed to notice the three children for the first time and regarded them with a piercing gaze. "If you're giving away cats," she said, "we don't want any. I can't abide 'em."

 Laura was outraged. "We're not giving them away," she said. "I wouldn't give them away for anything. And they're not cats, they're kittens."

"That won't last," said old Mrs. Green. "That's the tragedy of it."

"Can I help you carry those things, ma'am?" asked Kip politely.

Old Mrs. Green let the piercing gaze dwell on him for a long time. "Young man," she said at last, "I've been toting this truck around since before you were born. I plan to go on doing it for a few years still!" She started past them. Then she seemed to relent and turned. "If you're looking for Lydia," she said, "she's in the barn with that fool horse. Pesky thing. I say it's got the evil eye!" And she went stumping on down the driveway. "Maple trees, maple trees, I swear I'll move to Maine!" the three children heard her muttering. Then she was gone.

Laura and James and Kip looked at each other and giggled. But the giggle was halfhearted. Old Mrs. Green was funny, but there was more to her than that. Witch or not, she was a character. Meeting a character ought to make a promising start to any morning, and yet the feet of the three children lagged as they went on up the driveway. Alice hung behind and whimpered.

 Around the next bend they came in sight of the house. It was a big house, built in the hideous beetle-browed style of 1905. Leggy, undipped shrubs masked its windows, and overgrown vines clung to the eaves and had their way with the shingles.

"It must be dark as pitch inside," said Laura.

To one side of the house was a big sagging barn, and coming from its doorway now was the girl Lydia. She wore riding breeches, an old patched flannel shirt, and a frown that deepened as she saw James and Laura and Kip.

"Oh," she said.

"Well?" said James.

"What do you want?" said the girl.

"As if you didn't know," said James.

Kip was more diplomatic. "We wanted to have a talk," he said.

For some reason this seemed to make the strange girl Lydia even crosser. "Go away," she told him, in what was almost a snarl. She turned her back on him and spoke to Laura and James. "I suppose you've heard all about me by now. Nobody in this town has any use for me and I haven't any use for them."

Something about the way she said it made Laura
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 want to be nicer. She didn't care if the boys believed or not. "It worked!" she said, smiling at the girl and holding up Blackmalkin.

Lydia regarded her coldly. "What worked?"

"The magic!" said Laura. "The wishing well, just the way you said! I wished for a kitten and got two!"

"Just as if you didn't know that!" said James.

"I don't know what you mean," said Lydia.

Laura refused to be dampened. "This one's Blackmalkin," she said, holding the black kitten up, "and the other one's Whitemalkin."

"Like The Midnight Folk," said Lydia, with her first approach to being human.

"Oh, have you read that, too?" Laura beamed, and even James relaxed a little.

"Dozens of times," said Lydia.

"I never heard of it," said Kip.

"You wouldn't," said Lydia, without looking at him.

Laura felt discouraged again. "The trouble is," she said, "they think you rode over on your horse in the night and read the wish and left the kittens there to fool us."

"Do they?" said Lydia. "What do you think?"


 "I thought so, too, for a while," admitted Laura. Then she made up her mind. "Now I don't anymore." She touched the kitten's fur. "I know I couldn't give Blackmalkin away to anyone! So how could you?"

Lydia regarded the black kitten with rather a strange expression, "Yes," she said. "Yes, there is that." Then she seemed to shrug the whole problem away. "Well," she said, "so now you know. You've got magic. Have fun with it." And she started for the house.

"Wait!" cried Laura.

Lydia turned and looked at her. Laura didn't know how to say what she wanted to say. "Couldn't we share it?"

"How do you mean?"

"Couldn't we sort of have our wishes together? All four of us? It'd be more fun."

Lydia looked as though she couldn't believe her ears. But James was still suspicious.

"Or even better," he said, "couldn't you show us some of your magic right here, without any old well?"

The friendliness went out of Lydia's eyes. "I don't know what you mean," she said again.

"You have lots of it, lying around," said James. "You said your grandmother's a witch."


 "Did I say that?" Lydia looked shamefaced, then defiant. "Well, she is, sometimes."

"Show us some," said James stubbornly. Laura could have hit him. Even the good-natured Kip fidgeted uncomfortably.

Lydia looked at the ground. Then she looked up. "All right," she said grimly. "Follow me."

She started past the house, not looking back to see whether they were following or not. Of course they were.

Beyond the house was an old tumble-down stone wall with a gate in it. Lydia opened the gate and went through it and down some steps, with the others trailing after.

"There," she said. "Doesn't that look like a witch's garden?"
 
It did.

None of the three children knew much about flowers, and only Laura cared about them much, but all of them had seen enough gardens to realize that mostly they were planted three or six or a dozen of a kind, in ordered rows or artistic drifts. Here there were no two plants alike and they grew every which way, big plants in front of small ones, vines clambering over bushes. It was as though nobody cared where or how they grew, so long as they grew. Parts of the garden were weeded, but most of it wasn't. Some of the plants were strange looking, almost evil.

 "That's a pitcher plant. It eats flies," said Lydia, pointing. "That's a Venus's-flytrap. So does it."

"That's not magic. That's nature," said James the ex-Boy Scout, unconvinced. "You'll have to do better than that."

"All right," said Lydia. Her jaw was set and her expression was dangerous. "All right, I will!"

"What's that?" said Kip, wanting to change the subject. He pointed to a sprawly, branchy, trailing plant with notched leaves and cup-shaped purplish-red flowers.

"That," said Lydia, her eyes taking on a dreamy, other-worldly look, "is crawling rabbitbane. It's one of the most powerful magic plants there is. It's been used by witches from time immemorial."

"What does it do?" said James, inexorable.

"It kills rabbits, from the name," said Kip.

"That's right," said Lydia. "It does. It'd kill you, too, if you ate it. It's deadly poison. But if you burnt it, now..." She broke off.

"Now what?" said James. "What if we did?"

"Well," said Lydia slowly, "there's no telling what might happen. It does all kinds of things. It makes unseen things appear and seen things disappear. It transforms people so they're unrecognizable, overnight. And if the right person burns it at the right time and breathes the smoke, it can bring..." She stopped again.

 "What? What can it bring?" said James.

"A visitor from another world," said Lydia.

"What kind of visitor? A dear little fairy?" scoffed James.

"A genie?" said Laura.

"A Martian?" said Kip.

Lydia stared at them solemnly. "I don't know. Nobody knows. It's not in the magic books."

There was a pause.

"O.K.," said James. "What are we waiting for? Let's be burning."

There were seven flowers on the plant and all were gathered in a second. But burning them didn't prove too easy. The petals shriveled and turned black at the edges and several fingers were scorched, but there was no smoke to speak of (or to breathe).

Then James and Kip made a fire of sticks and paper, and the charred remains of the crawling rabbitbane were cast upon it. The blossoms flared up for a second and were gone, but not before four noses bent over the fire and sniffed. James watched to see if Lydia sniffed, too, and she did. Then four throats coughed. There was smoke all right, but it smelled more like stick-and-paper smoke than anything else.

 "Is that all?" said Kip, as careful James stamped out the smoldering ashes.

"What did you expect, fireworks?" said Lydia nastily.

"I thought it'd be different somehow," said Laura. "I thought magic smoke would smell sort of special. Like in that poem. You know. 'Whiffs of gramarye!'"

Lydia's face lighted up. "Do you know that, too? We seem to have read all the same things!"

"Yes, we do, don't we?" said Laura, beaming at her.

James broke in on this literary discussion. "Well?" he said. "When does it get going? When do the little fairies start turning up?"

The light went out of Lydia's face and it looked closed and hard. "I haven't the slightest idea," she said. "Probably never. Probably we weren't the right people at the right time. Or probably it's all a hoax and I made the whole thing up!"

"Probably," agreed James, grinning at her challengingly.

Laura was alarmed. "No!" She glared at James. "That's silly. It wouldn't happen right away! More like tomorrow morning, wouldn't you say?" She turned to Lydia.


 "I don't know anything about it," said Lydia stonily. "I have to go feed my horse." And she stalked away.

There was something about the thin, hunched look of her back and shoulders as she rounded the corner of the house that Laura couldn't bear. She ran after her. Then when she caught up with her, she couldn't think of anything to say. She walked along at her side in silence.

"Laura and Lydia," she said finally. "We sound like sisters in a book."

"We don't look it," muttered Lydia.

Laura tried again. "Are you crazy about horseback-riding? Does it sort of rule your whole life?" For she had met girls in real life and in books of whom this was true.

Lydia shrugged. "It's a means to an end."

They were nearing the barn now, and a whinny sounded from inside. Laura hung back. "I'm scared of horses," she confessed.

Lydia looked at her. Suddenly she grinned. "So am I."

"But you ride all the time!" said Laura. "Night and day, Kip said!"

"I know," said Lydia. "That's why." And she started away.

Laura called after her, stammering slightly, not sure how her words would be received. "Could you.... could you come over to our house tomorrow morning? I'd.... we'd like you to."

 Lydia turned in the doorway. She wasn't smiling. She looked as if she were going to say no. But she didn't. "All right," she said. Then she was gone.

Laura ran and overtook the boys just as they were turning from the driveway into the road. She saw no sign of old Mrs. Green. Alice the dog was biffing far ahead of them down the road, as though glad to get away from the witch's house.

"I don't care what anyone says," said Laura, as soon as she got her breath back. "I like her!"

"So do I," said Kip, rather as though he were surprised to hear himself saying it.

They both looked at James.

"All right, so do I," he admitted sheepishly. "If only she didn't have such a chip on her shoulder all the time."

"She's like that in school, too," said Kip. "That's why nobody gets along with her."

"I think..." said Laura, stammering slightly the way she always did when she was very serious, "I think she makes things hard for herself. I wonder why."

There was a pause. "Anyway," said Kip, "there's one thing you can't deny. She's interesting."


 And all agreed.

And then they all went back to the red house and had sandwiches and did the most unmagic things they could think of all afternoon.

 


It was nearly dinnertime when Kip went home, but he found his mother still out working in the garden. Kip's mother was like that. She belonged to the Garden Club.

Kip went and hung over her, wanting to know when dinner would be ready and what was for dessert, and making distracting desultory conversation and tracing patterns with his bare toes in the loose gritty black earth of the rock garden until his mother told him to stop.

He stopped, but not for that reason. He was staring at a plant that sprawled over a big rock. It was a branchy, trailing plant with notched leaves and cup-shaped purplish-red flowers.

"I didn't know we had crawling rabbitbane, too," he said.

"What?" said his mother.

"That," said Kip, pointing.

"That," said his mother, "is Callirrhoë invo-lucrata."

"Are you sure? What's its common name?"

"Poppy mallow."


 Kip had a sinking feeling. Still, his mother could be wrong. The Garden Club didn't know everything. "I heard," he said, "that it's called crawling rabbitbane. I heard it's a powerful magic herb. I heard it's been used by witches from time immemorial."

"Humph!" said his mother. "It's a western wildflower. I don't think it's been in cultivation more than fifty years or so. The only magic trick it does that I know anything about is sow itself all over the place!" Her thumb and forefinger annihilated half a dozen unwanted seedlings. "There. Now come in the house and wash your hands." And she went inside.

But Kip didn't follow her. He sat down on a garden chair and started thinking hard.




End of sample
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